African American life in western Pennsylvania, however, has proved difficult for scholars. Early historians, influenced by prevailing social attitudes on slavery and race, stressed the institution's "mildness" and low economic importance in this region. Furthermore, scholarship on African American history in western Pennsylvania was impeded by a "decided paucity of . . . statistics" and nationalistic interpretations of society as entirely free and white. Recent studies tend to focus on Philadelphia from the colonial era until 1780 and ignore temporal and geographic context. 6 In 1780, the revolutionary government of Pennsylvania, spurred by reminders that slavery was "disgraceful to any people, and more especially to those who have been contending in the great cause of liberty themselves," legislated gradual emancipation. 7 The experiences of African Americans in Pennsylvania from this moment forward hinged on the interplay of social and economic forces over which they had very little control. Some slaveowners yielded to the logic of the Revolution and freed their slaves or allowed them to purchase their liberty. Jacob More and Caleb Mills were emancipated in 1804, and in 1806 Jack Walls was "manumitted-and set free at Twenty-six years of age" by Presley Nevill of Pittsburgh. Peter Cosco, on the other hand, purchased his freedom from John McKee in 1795 "for the consideration of the sum of one hundred pounds." 8 Other slaveowners, following gradualist laws, required slaves to agree to long-term indentureships, thereby reviving the older system of subordination and providing masters a profitable exit from slaveownership. 9 Mary Smith, "a black Girl aged thirteen years," for example, was set free by "Horatio Berry of Baltimore . . . for the sum of Five hundred dollars being paid by George Poe Jr. of the Borough of Pittsburgh," after which the young woman "b[ou]nd and put herself servant to the said George." John McKee and Presley Nevill were engaged in a variety of commercial and industrial enterprises driving the maturation of western Pennsylvania. Slaves worked at a wide range of jobs, and at least some had special skills. Beyond its inherent value, their labor was important to economic development; enslaved persons engaged in substance production, granting their owners time and security to branch out financially. 10 As the institution dwindled, freedmen and freemen joined ranks and laid the foundations for Pittsburgh's first African American communities. 11 Between 1790 and 1820, the slave population dropped to only a handful, while the free black community increased 300 percent and encompassed men such as Henry Holt. 12 In 1807, Holt was described as "full faced . . . his complexion Black, considering his Mother was in part White." Furthermore, he was "well educated, reads & writes well, did understand figures and plays well on the Violin, either by note or otherwise," and he worked as a waiter-one of the few occupations available for free blacks. Perhaps as a middle-aged man he witnessed the emergence of Martin Delaney, Lewis Woodson, and John Vashon. Their generation marked the arrival of a new class of seminal ideological leaders of the black struggle. 13 The slave manuscripts at the Heinz History Center provide a unique opportunity to trace African Americans' trajectory from slavery into American politics. They also document proceedings in Missouri, Louisiana, and Virginia. Collectively, these manuscripts complicate our understanding of law and slavery in America, prompting a reevaluation of the place of slavery and capitalism not only in western Pennsylvania, but more broadly in a democratic society. 14 Y'HOSHUA R. MURRAY Edinboro University of Pennsylvania
